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Abstract: The paper investigates and relooks at the concept of paradigm, proposed by Thomas 
Kuhn, in geography. Geography after mid of 20
th
 centaury to early 1990s has under gone change 
(also called as paradigm shift) from the „mono-discipline‟ approach, involving „quantitative / 
qualitative‟ methodology to the „multi-disciplinary‟ approach. Paper critically examines how 
geography underwent change through research and writings during this period which further 
effected the nature, ideology, epistemology, methodology and philosophy of geography as a 
discipline. 
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1. Introduction: Geography as, like other subjects 
has passed from descriptive to the model making 
stage. This process started in the 19
th
 century and 
got accelerated during the fifties of the present 
century. This journey of geographical evolution is 
studied under geographical thought, which is, at 
any point of time, presents the interaction between 
the prevailing philosophical viewpoints and major 
methodological approaches in vogue (Harvey and 
Holly, 1981). Geographical laws are not identical 
to natural laws, thus, cannot be applied in all fields 
because geography is not an experimental science. 
There had been extreme diversity of viewpoints on 
both philosophy and methodology with constant 
extension and even a shift in focus of disciplines. 
This historical journey of geography can been 
understood by understanding the concept of 
„paradigm‟ given by Thomas Kuhn (1962, 
1970).The use of word „paradigm‟ becomes 
familiar in the field of geography with the paper of 
David Harvey (1970) on revolution and counter-
revolution. 
2. Background: Thomas Kuhn  (1962, 1970) in his 
classical book „The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions‟ set the stage for heated debate on how 
the knowledge base  play a role in  advance of 
science and related discipline grows and evolves. 
Kuhn postulated a theory about the growth and 
development of science and defines „paradigm‟ as 
„the entire constellation of beliefs. Values, 
techniques, and son on shared be the members of a 
given community‟ or “universally recognized 
scientific achievements that for a time provide 
model problems and solutions to a community of 
practioners”. Kuhn has used this concept in at least 
21 different ways. Haggett (1983) defines paradigm 
as a kind of „super-model‟ as it provides intuitive 
or inductive rules about the kinds of phenomena 
scientists should investigate and the best methods 
of investigation. Masterman (1970) put them into 
three main paradigm types: 
1. The metaphysical paradigms or 
metaparadigms 
2. The sociological paradigms 
3. The artifact or construct paradigms 
The meta-paradigm represents a total global view 
of science. The sociological paradigm is based on 
universally recognized scientific achievements. 
And the artifact, which according to Masterman is 
central to Kuhn‟s formulation, is textbook, an 
instrument, or classic work. A paradigm, according 
to Kuhn, sets the framework within which a science 
proceeds, by indicating; first the accepted facts, 
second, the puzzles which remain to be solved and 
the procedures by which solutions to the puzzles 
are sought. „Normal Science‟ thus involves puzzle-
solving activity, providing new facts on which 
further queries are based its procedures and current 
status is reflected in textbooks. Haggett and 
Chorley (1967) adopted his concept of „normal 
science‟, comprising a paradigm that sets the 
constraints with in which a particular science 
operates, such a paradigm may be overthrown by 
„scientific revolution‟ and they perceived such a 
revolution taking place in human geography during 
50‟s and 60‟s. 
To put it simple, a paradigm represents different 
views of reality. Imagine wearing a pair of glasses 
with distinctive lenses and someone wearing pair of 
glasses will view an event and see something quite 
different from another person beside them wearing 
another pair of glasses. Or we can say that 
phenomena can be looked in by using the two 
different paradigms with different results, now it 
depends on us to consider the result. 
Here question arises that how many paradigms one 
discipline can have or there can be single or 
multiple paradigm. A discipline is in non-paradigm 
state when there is no paradigm, and a science is in 
dual paradigmatic state prior to revolution and this 
condition leads to the emergence of a single 
paradigm. But here, one should be clear about the 
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stages in the paradigmatic evolution of a discipline 
that there is „no consensus as a science may move 
from a pre paradigmatic to a multiple paradigm 
science and from the multiple paradigm science 
and from the multiple paradigm state to either a 
single or a dual paradigm science. Many social 
scientists contented that paradigms do co-exist in a 
discipline. Merton (1996) defended this co-
existence on the ground that plurality of paradigms 
does provide the atmosphere for the generation. We 
should try for the unified paradigm and energies 
should be directed toward the identification of the 
capabilities and weakness of each paradigm. 
Hence, it can be concluded that there is no 
consensus about the stages in the paradigmatic 
evolution of a scientific discipline.  
Ritzer (1974) has identified three attributes of a 
paradigm: first is, an „exemplar‟ which is concrete 
problem solutions; second is „image of the subject 
matter‟ which is the subject matter of that 
viewpoint and third is theories and methods, which 
a paradigm should have. The central question to 
Kuhn‟s paradigm is how a new paradigm created of 
course not by the accumulation of knowledge that 
causes changes but by it is been caused by a 
revolution through a linkage of events (figure 1) :  
Figure 1: Development of paradigm in Geography (Henriksen 1973) 
The concept of the development of science, 
geographically plotted by Henriksen (1973) 
consists of pre-paradigm phase, 
professionalization, paradigm phase I, crisis phase 
with revolution, paradigm phase II, crisis phase, 
paradigm phase with revolution, paradigm phase III 
and so on. According to him scientific knowledge 
in a discipline progress and starts accumulating, it 
can be slow or fast. This period is characterized by 
the data collection over a wide field. This is called 
the pre-paradigm phase, which enter into 
professionalization and a particular school of 
thought become dominant in developing new 
methods as research makes progress. According to 
Kuhn, mathematics and astronomy left the pre-
paradigm phase in antiquity where as social 
sciences the transition may well be occurring 
today. This phase is also called by Kuhn „normal 
science‟ and after words, there occurs stagnation in 
research, which leads to chaos and turmoil, termed 
as „temporary dark phase‟ in development of 
scientific knowledge. 
3.  Paradigm in Geography: Throughout the 
history of geography we will find that there have 
been evolutionary and methodological problems. 
Some argued that geography is paradigmatic 
science and have undergone the metamorphosis, 
the revolution that signals the demise of one and 
creation of other. Holt-Jensen (1989) do not agree 
about the usefulness of Kuhn‟s work, he says that it 
is nonetheless forms the centerpiece of his 
framework for understanding geography‟s 
paradigms and revolutions. He found that there was 
only „environmental determinism‟, which first 
brought „paradigm status‟ to geography, after that 
geography has possessed no dominant paradigm 
and Kuhnian‟s model has little to offer 
geographers, as it is not describe geography‟s 
history adequately. 
R.J. Johnston (1978; 1981; 1983) had identified six 
geographical paradigms (called them as 
„disciplinary matrices‟): exploration, environmental 
determinism, regionalism, spatial science, 
behaviouralism and radical/structural. He 
concluded that the Kuhnian model is inadequate, 
since the behavioral revolution was really an 
evolution and the radical views have not been 
accepted and himself gave his own method for 
investigating geography. 
But Harvey and Holly (1981) identified five pieces 
of geographic literature as paradigmatic i.e. 
exemplars. These are Ratzel‟s 
„Anthropogeographie‟, Vidal‟s „Tableau‟, Sauer‟s 
„Morphology‟, Hartshorne‟ „Nature‟ and Scharfer‟s 
„Exceptionalism‟. It was largely from Darwinian 
tradition that Friederch Ratzel led the subject into 
the first phase of professionalism. Ratzel‟s 
antropogeographie (1882), in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, which influenced the 
development of geography for at least half a 
century. He advocated the concept of cultural 
geography, a connection between the natural 
sciences and the study of man, as a central theme 
and use of scientific method in the study of human 
geography. This environment – dominated – man – 
response approach, in which he used the deductive 
approach to present the first systematic study of the 
geography of man. Ratzel‟s anthropogeography 
was a seminal work and it created intellectual 
debate on the both side of Atlantic to make it 
paradigm. Scholar like Huntington, Semple and 
Davis extended and elaborated his work into what 
become known as environmental determinism; a 
 
Paradigm A – Normal Science – Anomalies – Crisis – 
Revolution – Paradigm B 
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view that dominated American geography for 
decades. 
Vidal‟s tableau de la geographie de la France, the 
second exemplar in geography, came in the early 
part of century, which can be seen as the response 
to the environmental determinism school and 
equally central to the development and evolution of 
geography. According to his belief the social 
geography should concentrate on understanding 
how biotic and physical conditions become 
manifest in the social life of the various societies. 
He stressed upon choice between possibilities for 
human communities, such a view point coalesced 
as „possiblism‟. Possiblism continued to grow and 
spread on the both in France and outside France. 
Jena Brunhes, who was one of the major 
proponents of the possiblist viewpoint, started 
formulation of human geography as a systematic 
approach to the study of geography. Outside France 
also the idea given by Vidal was accepted by a 
large group of geographers and sister disciplines. 
Barrow seriously took this idea in ecological 
conceptualization of geography. He stressed upon 
non-recursive feedback relationship between man 
and the environment. 
Sauer (1925) presented his idea of morphology of 
the landscape and rejected areal differentiation, and 
stressed upon the geographer‟s role is to understand 
the nature of the transition from the natural to the 
cultural landscape. After finding the problems in 
analysis Saur had modified his original goal of 
understanding the transition from natural to cultural 
landscapes. He developed a historic framework for 
the study of landscape development with a focus on 
the patterns of human occupancy rather than on the 
socio-cultural agencies that generate the patterns. 
Third exemplar, which can be identified in the 
geographical discipline, can be of Hartshorn‟s 
Nature of Geography, it was a synthesis of, and 
commentary on, a viewpoint that was evolving in 
Europe, America, France and Germany. Hartshorne 
make use of chorological approach to study the 
geography, which first was developed by 
Richthofen and Alferd Hettner. He pointed out: 
The goal of the chorological point of view is to 
know the character of regions and places through 
comprehension of existence together and 
interrelation among the different realms of reality 
and their varied manifestations and to comprehend 
the earth surface as whole in its actual arrangement 
of continents, larger and smaller regions and places 
(Hartshorne, 1961). 
According to Taaffe (1974), „Hartshorne used the 
term areal differentiation to characterize the way in 
which geographers dealt with the wide variety of 
phenomena physical, economic and social, which 
exist together in the area and distinguish them from 
other areas‟. So it was Richard Hartshorne‟s The 
Nature of Geography (1961) that remained a 
central textbook and codified this chorological 
viewpoint into one of areal differentiation. 
Schaefer (1953) after criticizing the regional 
paradigm brought about a paradigm shift in 
geography; he initiated what may be called the 
quantitative and theoretical revolutions in 
geography or spatial organization paradigm or 
exceptionalism. Both Chorley and Haggett (1967) 
in their famous book „Models in Geography‟ stated 
that geography should adopt model based paradigm 
rather than the traditional paradigm. Model 
building was set up as the aim of geographical 
investigation and inquiry, a task to be done with the 
help of quantitative methods. Schaefer advocated 
the use of spatial laws as a basis for geographic 
explanation. He wrote: 
Description, even if followed by classification, 
does not explain the manner in which phenomena 
are distributed over the world. To explain the 
phenomena one has described means always to 
recognize them as instances of laws (Schaefer, 
1953). 
According to Ullman (1953) advocated Scharfer‟s 
the spatial viewpoint that geography should focus 
on space and spatial interaction. Schaefer‟s ideas 
about spatial laws and geographic explanation were 
also elaborated in the writings Bunge‟s Theoretical 
Geography (1962), Haggett‟s Locational Analysis 
in Human Geography (1966), and David Harvey‟s 
Explanation in Geography (1969). 
In the twentieth century history of geography 
several attempt to interpret application of Kuhnian 
model with primary goal to identification of 
geographer‟s paradigms and revolutions or we can 
say that many geographers have described the 
history of geography in Kuhnian terms. For 
example four of fourteen contributions to Chorley 
(1973) and six of the twelve articles in Stoddart 
(1981) make reference to Kuhn. There are 
geographers who have appropriated him to 
legitimate a particular position and others have 
tried to apply the Kuhnian model to the 
development of geographical thought. 
According to Steve Fuller (2005), geography has 
evolved to only one paradigm that is „spatial 
organization‟ that is evolved as result of revolution 
and is associated with a specific philosophy – 
positivism. From 1963 to the beginning to the 
1970s, the positivist approach was virtually 
unchallenged and David Harvey‟s Explanation in 
Geography was „an attempted to establish the new 
geography on stronger philosophical foundations. 
Associated with this theory were three 
philosophical viewpoints – pragmatism, 
functionalism and system theory, which were very 
famous in 1970s and 1980s. 
According to Andrew Mair there are four problems 
in Harvey and Holly‟s schema first is that they 
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conclude that geography of currently in the grip of 
spatial paradigm from Schaefer. Second is that 
their schema only to be valid if Kuhn‟s concept of 
„revolution‟ is dropped, as they were not able to 
locate revolution in geography. And the last is 
failure to distinguish Kuhn‟s notion of paradigm 
from those other writers who have misinterpreted 
it. As they argue: 
A viewpoint may become a paradigm if, in addition 
to an exemplar, if it had a large following and it 
had clearly defined theoretical and methodological 
bases (Harvey and Holly, 1981, p.30). 
Even R.J. Johnston, who has used this model, 
rarely reaches beyond a superficial comparison and 
his method of analyzing turns out to be far more 
Kuhnian that he realizes. He eventually concludes 
that the Kuhnian model is inadequate, since the 
behavioral revolution was really an evolution and 
the radical views have not been widely accepted. 
He outlines his own method for investigating 
geography. 
4. Conclusion: Kuhn‟s model looked into 
historical development of sciences has its own 
merits and demerits. His work met with critical 
reception among philosophers mainly focused on 
two areas, first on accuracy of the amount of the 
development of science and second on notion of 
„incommensurability‟ (Scheffler 1967; Kripke 1980 
and Putnam 1975). Another biggest criticism was 
in the application of the paradigm model in social 
sciences and those similar to it, is that, it apply to 
disciplines with a positivist base as it also has its 
own in built positivist methodology. But despite 
the criticisms, Kuhn‟s work has been hugely 
influential both with in philosophy and outside it. 
Unquestionable he was on the most influential 
philosophers and historians of science of the 
twentieth century with his achievement to have 
been bringing about the final demise of logical 
positivism. 
Another point in Kuhn‟s model is that there are 
seldom extended periods in time when just a single 
paradigm dominates a field or discipline. Based on 
this premise, he suggests that the transition from 
one paradigm to another is a gradual evolution not 
an abrupt, revolutionary shift as was proposed by 
Kuhn (1980). Although paradigm has a life cycle 
and a status quo at any given point in time some 
geographers have proposed two or more paradigms 
can effectively co-exist (figure 2). The regaining 
paradigm will have a core vocabulary and a 
common theoretical perspective and the discipline 
will engage in cumulative research using agreed 
upon methods, research designs and research tools. 
New paradigms do not necessarily replace the old 
but the new can learn from old resulting in an 
enhanced world view or vision made up of both 
worlds. There are geographers who have 
appreciated for the basic content of Kuhn‟s ideas 
and at the same time some say that model does not 
fit into science of geography. As no two 
geographers have identified the same set 
paradigms, despite Kuhn‟s assurances that, if exist, 
they can isolated easily. But whatever the merits or 
demerits of model, Kuhnian efforts have developed 
a long awaited new paradigm for the philosophy of 
science. This model gives useful guidelines for the 
understanding of the historical development of the 




Figure 2: Paradigm shifts in Geography. 
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